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Course Description 
This course is an introduction to the academic discipline of history. What are the core questions and 
methods pursued by academic historians? How have these changed over time? In their scholarship, how 
do historians move from evidence to argument? Finally, as a historian yourself, where do your interests 
and scholarly style fit into the field? This course will differ from many of the history classes you’ve taken 
so far since it is not content based. This means we will not follow a clear national or temporal focus (like 
“U.S. History since 1865”). Instead, as a guiding methodological case study, we will focus specifically on 
biography and the use of ego documents (letters, diaries, memoirs) as a subtopic within the broader 
discipline of history. 
 
The first half of the course will focus on reading and synthesizing various arguments and examples of 
“doing” history. We will also work on major components of 300- and 400-level history classes, such as 
writing a book review and gathering a source base. The second half of the course will apply these 
practical skills to a self-directed writing project around a historical figure of your choice. In this weeks, 
we will work on written genres that historians use in professional settings, such as biographical entries 
and annotated bibliographies.  
 
Prerequisites: None 
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Course Objectives: 
Critical reading and evaluation skills: Practice identifying, tracking, and evaluating scholarly  

arguments in both article and book-length form  
Source literacy: Identify a scholar’s primary and secondary source base and explain how choices and the  

limits of certain types of evidence impact scholarly arguments 
Disciplinary background: Distinguish different interpretative aims in academic history, explain  

how the historical field has changed, and propose how your own interests and aims might fit into 
this discipline  

Historical writing genres: Compose analytical writing for a variety of purposes and genres within the  
field of history 

Self-reflection and self-improvement skills: Develop strategies for receiving and responding to  
written feedback 

  
Required Reading 
 Kathy Peiss, Information Hunters (Oxford, 2020), 978-0190944612 
 Amy Stanley, Stranger in the Shogun’s City (Scribner, 2020), 978-1501188527 
  
Attendance Policy 
This class is 100% online, and all meetings (except for one one-on-one zoom with me) will be 
asynchronous. I will expect you to log into the Blackboard course and to check your SHSU email 
regularly for updates from me and communication with your peers. Attendance is assessed by turning in 
six complete reading responses (30% of your overall grade). 
  
Course Assignments and Assessments 
Reading Responses (6 x 50 points = 300 points) 
Book Review (3-4 pages, 150 points, 10/8 at 11:59pm) 
One-on-One Zoom Meeting (100 points, 10/14-10/20) 
Book Review Revision (100 points, 10/29 at 11:59pm) 
ODNB Entry (6-8 pages, 250 points, 11/19 at 11:59pm) 
Self-Reflection and Annotated Bibliography (4-5 pages, 100 points, 12/3 at 11:59pm) 
 

900-1000 points    A 
800-899 points    B 
700-799 points    C 
600-699 points    D 
0-599 points    F 

 
Late Work 
Because the written work in this course builds through a process of reflection and revision, due dates are 
vital to the course schedule. I will not be able to accept late work.  
 
University Policies 
Please refer to the University Policies around Academic Dishonesty, Religious Holy Days, Students with 
Disabilities Policy, and Visitors in the Classroom here 
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Classroom Conduct 
Students are expected to conduct themselves on Zoom and Blackboard in the same manner they would in 
a face-to-face classroom: base your arguments in evidence from our readings, respond respectfully to 
differing interpretations, and build on conversations collaboratively. Any disruptive behavior in this 
forum will result in a “zero” for the assigned work. 
 
Getting in Touch 
I am here as a guide and a resource for the material in this course. My aim is to be as responsive as 
possible when you have questions or concerns: I will strive to return your email within 24 hrs. If it is sent 
on the weekends, I may take a little longer.  
 
Course Schedule: 
 
Unit 1: What is History? 
 
Week 1 (August 16-25) 
The Conventions of History 
 Maza, Thinking About History, p. 1-44 
 
Response #1 due, August 25 
  
Week 2 (August 26-September 1) 
The Conventions of Trade History 

OAH Roundtable: Writing History for a Popular Audience 
Stanley, On global history, "trade book history," and why we care 

 Stanley, Stranger in the Shogun’s City [whole book] 
  
Response #2 due, Sept 1 
 
Week 3 (September 2-September 8) 
The Conventions of Academic History 
 Maza, Thinking, 45-77 
 Stanley, “Maidservants’ Tales: Narrating Domestic and Global History in Eurasia, 1600- 

1900” 
  
Week 4 (September 9-September 15) 
Academic History and Biography 
 AHR Roundtable: Historians and Biography 
  
Response #3 due, Sept 15 
 
Unit 2: Thinking About Evidence and Critique 
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Week 5 (September 16-September 22) 
The Fragile Archive 
 Maza, Thinking, p. 118-156 
 Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts” 
 Who Will Write Our History? (documentary) 
 
Week 6 (September 23-September 29) 
The Academic Book Review 
 Reviews of Peiss, Zoot Suit 
 Peiss, Information Hunters [whole book] 
 
Response #4 due, Sept 29 
     
Week 7 (September 30-October 6) 
How to build an academic source base 
 SHSU Library Guide 

Laite, “The Emmet’s Inch: Small History in a Digital Age” 
Townsend, “How Scholars Study the Aztecs” 

 
Book Review due, Oct 8 
 
Week 8 (October 7-October 13)  
Contextualizing and studying “big lives” 
 The Search for the Lost Manuscript: Julian of Norwich (documentary) 
 Fielding, Schwarz, and Toye, “Who Owns Churchill? Three Mythic Configurations”  

Fullilove, “Gift and Gunboat: Meanings of Exchange in the Perry Expedition” 
 
Response #5 due, Oct 13 
 
Unit 3: Constructing Narrative and Crafting Argument 
  
Week 9 (October 14-October 20) 
One-on-One Meetings 
 
Week 10 (October 21-October 27) 
Gathering primary and secondary sources in databases and digital collections 
 
Book Review Revision due, Oct 29 
  
Week 11 (October 28-November 3) 
Identifying your own historical stakes and historical argument 
 Mitchell, “Plaster Cast, An Allegory” 
 Lawrence, “Family and Place” 
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Week 12 (November 4-November 10) 
Writing conventions in historical scholarship 
 Heller, “Save Footnotes” 
 
Response #6 due, Nov 10 
 
Week 13 (November 11-November 17) 
 Work on ODNB entry 
 
ODNB entry due, Nov 19 
  
Unit 4: Working on Self-Reflection and Improvement 
 
Week 14 (November 18-November 24) 
 Receiving feedback and roadmapping further research 
 
Week 15 (November 25-Dec 1) 

Your identity as a historian 
 

Self-Reflection and Annotated Bibliography due 12/3 
 
 


